CHAPTER XH
THE CONSTITUTION OF POLAND
IN a previous chapter have been traced the steps by which
the noble class excluded the burghers from political life
and reduced the peasants to hopeless serfdom. It is now
necessary to explain how they exerted the powers of
government which they thus monopolized; how they
made of the principle of equality a fetish which paralysed
all administrative effort; how they directed that principle
against the king himself, and rendered ineffective the
best efforts of the wisest rulers to lift them out of the
state of anarchy into which the kingdom eventually
drifted.
Originally Poland was governed by a wiece or council
of nobles, over whom the king presided. Some of these
nobles were landowners on a large scale, and maintained
establishments that were in themselves small kingdoms.
A great noble might have, attached to his household in
some capacity or other, fifty or a hundred of the petite
noblesse, men also of noble birth but dependent on the
great lord, h other countries at the same period they
would have owed him feudal allegiance; in Poland they
were theoretically his political equals. They were not
responsible to him in any way for their actions, but only
to the State.
The nobles had made property in land a privilege
appertaining to their class only. Every one of them
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